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I.  INTRODUCTION:  RATIONALITY  IN  A TWO-VALUE  GAME 


According  to  the  scenarios  imagined  by  most  strategists,  nuclear 
confrontation  is  a game  involving  a trade-off  between  two  values.  First, 
there  is  the  value  associated  with  the  immediate  issue  of  contention: 
e.g.,  in  the  Cuban  missile  crisis,  maintaining  U.S.  prestige  in  the  world 
arena;  in  the  Berlin  crisis,  maintaining  the  credibility  of  U.S.  commit- 
ments. Second,  there  is  the  value  of  minimizing  the  possibility  that  an 
unwanted  general  war  could  result  from  this  superpower  confrontation. 

A trade-off  relationship  exists  between  these  two  values.  That  is, 
assuming  a strong  commitment  on  the  part  of  both  adversaries,  any  policy 
which  tries  to  attain  the  value  associated  with  the  immediate  point  of 
contention  will  tend  to  increase  the  likelihood  of  general  war.  Conversely, 
any  policy  which  seeks  to  maximize  the  avoidance  of  war  will  jeopardize 
the  protection  of  the  other  value.  ^ 

Trying  to  understand  the  dynamics  of  this  two-value  game  has  been  a 
chief  preoccupation  of  strategists  since  the  advent  of  nuclear  weaponry. 

It  is  important,  first  of  all,  to  understand  how  this  game  should  be 
played,  so  that  the  decisionmaker  will  be  able  to  recognize  the  strategies 
which  give  him  the  best  chance  of  optimizing  his  interests  and  preparing 
an  appropriate  force  posture,  military  doctrine,  and  diplomatic  strategy. 

At  the  same  time,  it  is  also  important  to  understand  how  the  game  will  in 
fact  be  played  by  flesh-and-blood  decisionmakers.  This  understanding  is 
crucial  for  two  reasons:  (1)  Since  each  player's  optimal  strategy  depends 

on  tlie  strategy  adopted  by  his  opponent,  such  an  understanding  may  help 
the  player  to  estimate  his  opponent's  probable  responses  and  to  adjust 
his  own  strategy  accordingly.  (2)  If  the  nonoptimizing  strategies  adopted 
by  human  decisionmakers  tend  to  occur  in  regular  pattens,  then  a knowledge 
of  these  patterns  may  help  the  player  to  monitor  hxs  own  strategies. 

The  author  is  a Ph.D.  candidate  at  Columbia  University,  where  an 
earlier  draft  of  this  Paper  was  prepared  for  Professor  Warner  Schilling's 
Colloquium  on  Military  Technology  and  International  Relations. 
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Most  discussions  of  the  dynamics  of  nuclear  confrontations  have  tended 
to  telescope  these  two  questions  --  "which  strategy  should  logically  be 
adopted?"  and  "which  strategy  will  in  fact  be  adopted?"  --  into  a single 
issue.  Either  implicitly  or  explicitly,  it  is  assumed  that  players  will 
tend  to  employ  strategies  which,  in  a rough  way,  optimize  their  values. 

Take,  for  example,  Thomas  Schelling's  method  for  overcoming  the  shortage 
of  empirical  evidence  regarding  the  behavior  of  decisionmakers  in  a nuclear 
confrontation: 

You  can  sit  in  your  armchair  and  try  to  predict  how  people 
will  behave  by  asking  how  you  would  behave  if  you  had  your 
wits  about  you.  You  get,  free  of  charge,  a lot  of  vicarious, 
empirical  behavior. ^ 

According  to  Schelling,  the  very  foundation  of  strategic  theory  is 
"the  assumption  of  rational  behavior  --  not  just  of  intelligent  behavior, 
but  of  behavior  motivated  by  a conscious  calculation  of  advantages." 

The  theory  of  deterrence,  which  receives  its  most  difficult  test  in  that 
type  of  superpower  confrontation  which  is  under  discussion  here,  rests 
on  such  premises.  One  of  its  key  assumptions  is  that  the  deterree  will 
make  an  estimate  of  probable  costs  and  probable  gains  and,  on  that  basis, 
be  deterred  from  pursuing  a policy  which  is  likely  to  lead  to  nuclear  war, 
since  no  possible  gains  could  outweigh  the  costs  of  a nuclear  exchange.  The 
theory  of  deterrence  explicitly  assumes  that  the  decisionmaker  will  (1) 
recognize  the  traae-off  between  the  two  values  and  (2)  employ  a strategy 
which  effects  the  optimal  trade-off  between  those  values,  as  determined  by 
the  decisionmaker’s  indifference  curve. 

Similarly,  the  strategy  of  "compel lence,"  as  outlined  by  Schelling 
in  Ama  and  Influence,^  assumes  that  the  compel  lee  will  recognize  trade- 
offs and  make  the  appropriate  cost-benefit  calculations.  That  is,  once 
the  compel ler  has  "rigged  the  incentives  so  that  the  other  party  must 
choose  in  [the  compeller's]  favor,"  it  is  assumed  that  the  compellee 
will  weigh  those  incentives  correctly  and  recognize  his  obligation  to 
capitulate. 
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Strategic  research  has  concerned  itself  primarily  with  the  internal 
logic  of  deterrence  theory  and  with  its  logical  ramifications.  To  be 
sure,  many  strategists  include  caveats  regarding  the  fragility  of 
rationality  in  crisis  situations.  For  example,  Bernard  Brodie  cautions 
his  readers,  lest  the  seemingly  powerful  logic  of  deterrence  make  them 
sanguine  about  the  likelihood  of  nuclear  attack.  Brodie  points  out  that 
it  may  not  be  realistic  to  assume  a dispassionate  calculation  of  costs 
and  benefits  under  conditions  of  great  uncertainty,  especially  when  an 
attack  is  perceived  as  imminent.  Still  the  implications  of  such  insights 
have  remained  largely  unpursued. 

There  does  exist,  however,  a considerable  body  of  research  into  non- 
rational  influences  on  the  decision  process  which  might  be  profitably 
applied  to  the  problem  of  deterrence  in  time  of  crisis.  Most  of  this 
research  approaches  the  problem  in  terms  of  constraints  on  an  essentially 
rational  decision  process  --  constraints  which,  nevertheless,  may  be  so 
great  as  to  completely  undermine  the  rationality  of  that  process.  Such 
constraints  may  include: 

(1)  organizational  dynamics,  e.g.,  the  bureaucratic  processes  and 

7 

organizational  politics  outlined  in  Graham  Allison's  Essence  of  Becvsvon. 

(2)  idiosyncratic  psychopathologies  which  may  prevent  value  optimiza- 
tion, as  illustrated  in  Alexander  and  Juliette  George's  Woodrow  Wilson  and 

g 

Colonel  House. 

(3)  nonidiosyncratic  cognitive  processes  which  evaluate  information 

arid  options  according  to  nonrational  principles.  Phenomena  included  in 

this  area  would  be,  for  example,  (a)  the  tendency  to  establish,  on  the 

basis  of  inadequate  information,  a stereotyped  image  of  the  adversary  and 

then  to  tenaciously  maintain  that  image  by  means  of  unconscious,  selective 

9 

information  processing,  or  (b)  the  alleged  tendency  of  decisionmakers 
to  advocate  riskier  policies  when  responsibility  for  the  decision  is 
shared  in  a group  than  when  the  individual  is  solely  responsible.^^ 

A more  ambitious  approach  to  nonrationality  in  decisionmaking  can 
be  found  in  John  Steinbruner ' s The  Cybernetic  Theory  of  Decision 
Steinbruner  describes  not  mere  constraints  on  rational  decisionmaking 
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but  an  entirely  independent,  nonrational  process  by  which  decisions  are 
made.  The  operation  of  this  process  is  based  on  (1)  the  model  of  a com- 
puter's feedback  loops,  supplemented  with  (2)  the  general  principles  which 
govern  the  operation  of  nonidiosyncratic  cognitive  processes  --  principles 
which  have  been  established  by  experimental  psychology. 

Steinbruner ' s model  posits  decision  rules  which  reject  the  rational- 
analytic  method.  In  his  model,  values  which  are  in  a trade-off  relationship 
are  not  integrated,  but  pursued  separately.  Indifference  curves  are  not 
constructed,  even  implicitly;  probable  outcomes  are  not  estimated;  no  at- 
tempt is  made  to  optimize  values.  Under  conditions  of  uncertainty,  de- 
cisions are  structured  not  by  rational -analytic  procedures,  but  by  non- 
rational rules  of  cognitive  operations.  For  example,  under  uncertainty, 
the  decisionmaker  will  tend  to  conceptualize  his  decision  environment  so 
as  to  avoid  recognizing  trade-off  relationships  between  his  values.  Trade- 
offs violate  the  principle  of  cognitive  consistency.  Hence,  when  the  en- 
vironment is  su'^iciently  unstructured  as  to  permit  some  interpretive 
latitude,  the  decisionmaker  will  suppress  tradeoffs  by  conceptualizing  his 
world  in  such  a way  that  the  values  do  not  appear  to  conflict. 

Furthermore,  Leon  Festinger  in  his  4 Theory  of  Cognitive  Dissonance 
points  out  that  decisionmakers  can  solve  their  cognitive  dilemma  by  con- 
ceiving their  decision  as  being  wholly  determined  by  the  course  of  external 
events. 


It  is  possible  ...  to  reduce  or  even  eliminate  the  dissonance 
by  revoking  the  decision  psychologically.  This  would  consist  of 
. . . insisting  that  really  no  choice  had  been  made  for  which  the 
person  had  any  responsibility.^^ 


In  sum,  Steinbruner 's  model  holds  that  there  are  strong  cognitive 
forces  in  operation  in  conditions  of  uncertainty  which  predispose  de- 
cisionmakers to  deny  the  existence  of  trade-offs,  to  deny  choice,  and 
to  impute  unwarranted  certainty  to  this  view  of  their  situation. 
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If  Steinbruner's  model  is  an  accurate  description  of  decisionmaking 
under  uncertainty,  it  places  the  stability  of  deterrence  in  a new  and 
disconcerting  light.  IVhereas  deterrence  theory  requires  at  least  an 
implicit  recognition  of  trade-offs,  Steinbruner's  model  suggests  that 
human  decisionmakers  are  under  cognitive  pressure  to  conceptualize 
their  decision  environment  in  such  a way  as  to  deny  the  existence  of 
trade-offs . 

Similarly,  compellence  strategies  --  generally  viewed  as  rather 
reckless  even  by  conventional  analysts  --  appear  even  more  problematical 
in  this  light.  Adopting  a compellence  strategy  permits  the  compeller 
to  foreswear  choice  and  avoid  his  trade-off,  so  decisionmakers  under  un- 
c.rtainty  --  as  in  a nuclear  confrontation  --  should  be  predisposed  to 
adopt  this  type  of  tactic.  Furthermore,  a "cybernetic  decisionmaker" 
who  is  in  the  position  of  the  compellee  may  not  accurately  perceive  his 
incentive  to  capitulate  --  especially  if  he  too  is  locked  into  a no-choice 
compellence  strategy. 

Despite  this  gloomy  picture,  even  within  Steinbruner's  scheme  there 
exists  a possible  mitigating  factor:  the  so-called  "reality  principle." 

Only  when  uncertainty  is  great  --  in  unstructured  situations  --  do  non- 
rational  cognitive  principles  have  full  rein.  When  a decision  environment 
is  highly  structured  --  i.e.,  when  uncertainty  is  low  and  the  trade-off 
is  unavoidably  self-evident  — the  reality  principle  may  not  permit  the 
decisionmaker  to  avoid  the  realistic  calculations  and  tough  choices  re- 
quired by  the  rational-analytic  decision  process.  Hence,  the  relevant 
question  becomes:  is  the  spectre  of  nuclear  destruction  a sufficiently 

palpable  constraint  so  that  (1)  it  imposes  an  undeniable  structure  on 
the  decision  environment  and  (2)  forces  the  decisionmaker  to  recognize 
the  trade-offs  inherent  in  his  situation,  despite  the  cognitive  costs  this 
entails? 

In  order  to  answer  this  question  and,  more  generally,  in  order  to 
test  the  plausibility  of  Steinbruner's  cybernetic  decision  model,  it 
will  be  helpful  to  examine  two  case  studies  whose  stakes  and  structure 
resemble  those  of  the  hypothetical  nuclear  confrontations  imagined  by 
strategic  analysts  --  American  decisionmaking  during  the  Cuban  missile 
crisis  and  German  decisionmaking  between  the  assassination  of  the  Austrian 
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Archduke  and  the  invasion  of  Belgium.  The  "objective"  structure  of  these 
two  cases  --  as  opposed  to  their  perceived  structure  --  involved  a trade- 
off between  two  values,  one  the  avoidance  of  an  unwanted  war  of  monumental 
proportions  and  the  other  the  securing  of  a web  of  interests  related  to 
the  maintenance  of  political  prestige  and  military  power. 

With  regard  to  these  case  studies,  it  will  be  asked:  (1)  how  did 

they  deal  with  their  value  trade-off  problem?  (2)  how  did  they  perceive 
their  options?  (3)  what  are  the  ramifications  of  the  behavior  of  the 
decisionmakers  in  these  crises  for  our  ideas  about  deterrence? 

Before  proceeding  with  a fuller  explanation  of  the  relevant  aspects 
of  Steinbruner ' s theory  and  with  the  analysis  of  the  case  studies,  some 
of  the  assumptions  and  limitations  of  this  analysis  should  be  made  explicit. 

(1)  The  psychological  principles  on  which  Steinbruner's  theory  is 
based  will  be  accepted  as  representing  a rough  consensus  based  on  the 
discipline's  experimental  work.  In  any  event,  the  test  for  these  princi- 
ples will  be  in  the  plausibility  of  the  explanations  they  suggest  for  the 
case  studies. 

(2)  This  analysis  offers  no  rigorous  technique  for  conclusively 
demonstrating  that  a particular  set  of  policy  options  was  structured  by 
nonrational  cognitive  pressures  rather  than  by  an  analytic  approach.  If 

a player  decides  that  circumstances  leave  him  only  one  option,  how  can  the 
objectivity  of  that  view  be  disproved?  Certainly,  there  may  be  situations 
in  which  even  a rational  decisionmaker  is  left  with  the  single  optior  of 
initiating  an  unwanted  war  --  or  at  least  risking  its  immediate  provocation. 
Psychologist  Jack  Brehm  points  out  that,  even  in  experimental  conditions, 
it  may  be  impossible  to  determine  whether  an  effect  is  caused  by  cognitive 
dissonance  or  whether  it  is  simply  a case  in  which  rational  decision  rules 
produce  the  same  results  as  nonrational  cognitive  rules. 

It  will  not  be  the  goal  of  this  analysis  to  prove  conclusively  that 
a model  based  on  constrained  rationality  cannot  explain  the  Kennedys' 
and  the  Kaiser's  conceptualizations  of  their  problems.  However,  circum- 
stantial evidence  will  be  used  to  cast  doubt  on  such  an  explanation.  Of 
course,  it  will  not  be  as  easy  to  do  this  with  respect  to  the  Cuban  crisis 
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as  with  World  War  I:  (1)  because  of  the  clearly  anomalous  outcome  in 

the  latter  case  and  (2)  because  at  least  some  aspects  of  the  ExCom's 
decision  process  were  purposefully  structured  to  reflect  some  of  the 
requirements  of  the  rational  model. 

In  any  case,  the  goal  of  this  analysis  is  not  to  design  a classical 
experiment,  pitting  the  cybernetic  model  against  the  rational-analytic 
one,  but  rather  to  test  the  rough  plausibility  of  Steinbruner 's  approach 
and  to  determine  whether  it  might  suggest  insights  having  interesting 
ramifications  for  strategic  theory. 

(3)  It  is  dangerous  to  generalize  on  the  basis  of  two  case  studies  -- 
or,  more  accurately,  on  the  basis  of  only  one  side  of  each  case.  It  is 
doubly  dangerous  when  one  of  the  other  unexplored  sides  --  the  Soviet 
decision  process  --  offers  a possible  disconf irmat ion  of  the  main  hy- 
pothesis. That  is,  despite  uncertainty,  the  Soviets  did  not  lock  them- 
selves into  a no-choice  policy.  Still,  in  the  absence  of  hard  information 
regarding  the  Soviet  decision  process,  one  can  only  speculate  about  the 
respective  roles  of  analytical  cind  cognitive  factors  in  shaping  the 
Politburo's  conception  of  the  crisis  and  its  choice  of  options.  That 
speculation  will  be  reserved  for  the  conclusion. 
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II.  THE  ANALYTIC  VS.  THE  CYBERNETIC/COGNITIVE  DECISION  MODEL 


In  a two-value  game,  such  as  a nuclear  confrontation  is  likely  to 
represent,  the  rational -analytic  approach  to  decisionmaking  is  charac- 
terized by  (1)  the  "integration"  of  the  conflicting  values  by  means  of 
an  explicit  or  implicit  indifference  curve,  (2)  cost-benefit  calculations, 

(3)  the  estimation  of  the  expected  outcomes  of  alternative  policies  in 
order  to  determine  the  best  means  of  achieving  an  optimal  trade-off  of 
values,  etc.  Uncertainty  is  treated  as  a statistical  problem.  The 
decisionmaker  is  sensitive  to  all  relevant  information.^^ 

In  his  cybernetic  theory  of  decision,  John  Steinbruner  has  attempted 
to  formulate  a decision  paradigm  which  is  equal  in  scope  to  the  analytic 
paradigm  but  entirely  different  in  its  operating  principles.  It  is 
organized  around  two  concepts:  "short-cycle  information  feedback"  and 

the  elimination  of  uncertainty.^^ 

THE  CYBERNETIC  MODEL 

Steinbruner  takes  as  his  model  simple,  cybernetic  decision  mechanisms  -- 
such  as  the  thermostat  --  which  effectively  solve  problems  without  the 
complex  calculations  required  by  the  analytical  model.  Since  the  cybernetic 
mechanism  makes  no  calculations,  it  is  unaffected  by  uncertainties  which 
may  stem  from  a lack  of  relevant  information,  and  which  would  stymie  an 
analytic  decisionmaker. 

Despite  its  simplicity,  such  a mechanism  can  produce  highly  adaptive 
behavior: 

Roughly  speaking,  the  mechanism  of  decision  advanced  by  the 
cybernetic  paradigm  is  one  which  works  on  the  principle  of 
the  recipe.  The  decisionmaker  has  a repertory  of  operations 
which  he  performs  in  sequence  while  monitoring  a few  feedback 
variables.  . . . The  cook,  in  this  model,  does  not  construct 
the  relative  preference  for  sweetness  or  tartness  for  an  average 
range  of  customers  in  baking  pies.  Rather,  he  follows  established 
recipes  and  watches  attendance  at  the  restaurant  and  the  rate  at 
which  his  pies  disappear. 
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This  is  essentially  a satisfying  method  rather  than  an  optimizing  one. 
Sequential  attention  is  given  to  alternatives  until  an  adequate  one  is 
found. 

"VALUE  DISAGGREGATION" 

A cybernetic  mechanism  cannot  deal  with  the  problem  of  conflicting 
values.  It  must  disaggregate  them  and  attend  to  them  sequentially.  Or 
it  must  assign  them  to  separate  parts  of  the  decision  mechanism,  such  as 
different  agencies  within  the  government.  Of  course,  this  disaggregation 
of  conflicting  values  is  likely  to  result  in  a decrease  in  the  efficiency 
of  the  mechanism,  as  some  of  its  policies  work  at  cross-purposes  to  other 
policies.  Steinbruner  cites  this  example: 

. . . separate  entities  of  the  government  construct  river 
projects  to  control  floods,  on  one  hand,  and  to  provide 
disaster  relief  to  pay  for  flood  damage  on  the  other. 

Though  the  separate  programs  jointly  affect  private  in- 
vestment in  flood  plain  areas,  they  are  operated  separately 
and  decisions  about  them  are  made  separately.  Jointly  over 
the  years,  they  have  produced  uneconomic  investment  in  flood- 
plain  areas  so  that  the  more  flood  control  projects  that  have 
been  constructed,  the  greater  the  national  flood  losses  have 
become.  Since  tlie  decision  process  treated  the  programs  as 
separate  issues,  no  one  noticed  the  inherent  problems  until 
the  investment  had  been  made  and  the  paradoxical  flood  losses 
began  to  occur. 20 

Some  values  in  highly  interactive  trade-off  relationships  are  not 
21 

so  easily  disaggregated.  The  human  mind,  of  course,  can  and  will  deal 
with  such  trade-offs  analytically,  if  compelled  to  do  so  by  a highly 
structured  decision  environment.  However,  trade-offs  violate  the  ex- 
perimentally-established principle  of  cognitive  consistency.  Therefore, 
if  the  decision  environment  is  sufficiently  unstructured  and  entails  suf- 
ficient uncertainty  so  that  there  is  leeway  for  interpretation,  the  de- 
cisionmaker will  tend  to  conceptualize  the  problem  in  such  a way  that  the 
trade-off  can  be  denied.  In  other  words,  if  the  point  of  view  that  there 
is  no  trade-off  relationship  can  be  taken  (i.e.,  if  it  is  not  precluded 
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by  the  "reality  principle”),  then  it  will  be  taken.  Thus,  the  problem 

22 

IS  cast  in  a form  which  the  cybernetic  decisionmaker  can  deal  with. 

Once  such  a conceptualization  of  a problem  is  established,  cognitive 

principles  work  to  impute  certainty  to  the  correctness  of  that  view.  This 

is  achieved  by  (1)  selective  processing  of  incoming  information  which 

depreciates  the  value  of  disconfirming  evidence  and  (2)  "categorical  in- 
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ferences"  of  certainty  or  impossibility.  With  regard  to  the  latter 
point,  Steinbruner  discusses  John  Kennedy's  inference  that  he  would  be 
impeached  if  the  missiles  were  not  removed  from  Cuba: 


That  Kennedy  might  have  taken  his  impeachment  quite  seriously 
as  the  outcome  of  his  following  a conciliatory  course  in  the 
crisis  is  [harder]  to  imagine  within  the  analytic  paradigm. 

It  would  appear  as  a rare  limiting  case  (all  other  outcomes 
each  assigned  a probability  of  zero) . 

By  contrast,  cognitive  theory  readily  accounts  for  the 
existence  of  firm,  categorical,  nonprobabilistic  beliefs  in 
the  presence  of  intense  uncertainty.  The  cognitive  processing 
mechanisms  of  the  mind  provide  a number  of  ways  in  which  beliefs 
become  established,  independent  of  the  weight  of  objective 
evidence.  ...  To  the  cognitive  theorist  it  becomes  quite 
readily  conceivable  that  Kennedy  meant  exactly  what  he  said 
about  his  impeachment  --  as  he  said  it.  As  a general  matter, 
cognitive  theory  makes  the  assumption  that  structure  will  be 
imposed  on  uncertain  situations,  and  uncertainty  thereby  re- 
solved, not  by  probabilistic  judgments  but  by  categorical  in- 
ferences . 24 


COGNITIVE  DYNAMICS  AND  DECISIONMAKING  IN  TWO  CASE  STUDIES 

Both  of  the  case  studies  which  follow  will  stress  the  role  of  the 
cognitive  principle  of  inconsistency  management  in  structuring  the 
decisionmakers'  conception  of  their  environment  under  conditions  of  un- 
certainty. Specifically  it  will  point  out: 

(1)  the  tendency  towards  unwarranted  assumptions  of  certainty  re- 
garding opponents'  intentions  and  the  correctness  of  one's  chosen  policy. 

(2)  the  tendency  to  see  the  two  principal  values  at  stake  in  the 
crisis  not  as  conflicting  but  as  consonant. 

(3)  the  tendency  to  adopt  a strategy  of  compel lence,  which  entails 
no  trade-offs  for  the  compel ler,  rather  than  a strategy  of  negotiation. 
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which  necessitates  "value  integration"  (i.e.,  the  recognition  of  a trade- 
off between  conflicting  values). 
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III.  THE  CUBAN  MISSILE  CRISIS:  A FOURTH  CUT 


Graham  Allison  has  pointed  out  that  the  nature  of  the  decision  en- 
vironment in  the  Cuban  missile  crisis  makes  it  particularly  well  suited 
for  "Model  I"  (rational  actor)  analysis:  "In  the  context  of  ultimate 

danger  to  the  nation,  a small  group  of  men,  unhitched  from  the  bureau- 
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cracy,  weighed  the  options  and  decided."  The  decisionmakers  were  highly 
conscious  of  the  need  to  approach  their  dilemma  in  a rational-analytic 
manner.  Furthermore,  their  chosen  course  of  action  was  highly  successful 
in  achieving  their  goals.  Hence,  in  such  a case,  Allison  argues,  alterna- 
tive models  "are  forced  to  compete  on  Model  I's  home  ground.  The  dimen- 
sions and  factors  uncovered  by  Model  II  [bureaucratic  processes]  and  Model 

III  [bureaucratic  politics]  in  this  case  will  therefore  be  particularly 
26 

suggestive."  This  is  also  true  for  an  explanation  based  on  nonrational 
cognitive  decision  processes. 

Unlike  Allison's  analysis,  however,  this  analysis  will  focus  not 
on  nonrational  constraints  on  the  decision,  but  rather  on  the  overall 
shaping  of  the  decisionmakers'  attitudes  toward  their  options  and  the 
process  by  which  those  options  were  weighed. 

AVOIDING  THE  TRADE-OFF 

Broadly,  it  will  be  shown  that  Kennedy  and  most  of  his  advisors 
conceptualized  the  decision  in  a way  which  avoided  placing  their  two 
relevant  values  (war  avoidance  and  the  maintenance  of  prestige  in  the 
international  arena)  in  conflict.  This  was  achieved  by  conceiving  the 
problem  in  terms  of  "risking  war  now"  versus  "running  an  even  greater  risk 
of  war  later."  If  Kennedy  did  not  act  to  save  his  international  prestige 
now,  the  loss  of  that  prestige  would  contribute  to  an  increased  chance  of 
war  later.  Kennedy  attributed  virtual  certainty  to  the  view  that  the 
Russians  would  be  encouraged  to  push  for  greater  and  greater  concessions 
in  Berlin  and  elsewhere,  unless  the  missiles  were  unconditionally  removed. 


Viewed  in  this  light,  Kennedy's  choice  of  avoiding  a dipl-omatic  solution 
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(e.g.,  trading  Cuban  missiles  for  Jupiters  in  Turkey)  in  favor  of  an 

essentially  unconditional  ultimatum  must  have  seemed  reasonable  to  him, 

despite  his  estimate  that  his  course  of  action  entailed  a probability 
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"between  one  out  of  three  and  even"  of  nuclear  war.  It  would  be  worth 
taking  such  horrendous  risks  if  the  diplomatic  or  do-nothing  options 
entailed  even  greater  long-run  risks  of  war.  In  sum,  Kennedy's  "war  now/ 
war  later”  formulation  of  the  problem  permitted  him  to  deny  the  trade-off 
relationship  which  seemingly  existed  between  the  values  of  war  avoidance 
and  prestige  maintenance.  In  fact,  it  permitted  him  to  view  the  values 
as  mutually  reinforcing:  standing  firm  in  Cuba  would  demonstrate  America's 

resolve  and,  hence,  reduce  the  long-run  likelihood  of  war. 

Clearly,  Kennedy's  formulation  of  the  problem  is  not  prohibited  by 
the  rational  model  simply  because  it  corresponds  closely  to  the  formula- 
tion predicted  by  the  cognitive  model.  It  is  Kennedy's  imputation  of 
certainty  to  a highly  uncertain  situation  which  most  strongly  suggests 
the  operation  of  the  cognitive  model,  not  the  "no  trade-off"  character  of 
his  formulation  per  se.  Kennedy's  decision  environment  was  highly  "under- 
determined." Many  and  diverse  interpretations  could  and  have  been  given 
to  Soviet  motivations  — and  to  their  future  intentions,  had  the  missile 
gambit  been  successful.  Some  of  these  interpretations  would  have  hardly 
justified  a one-in-three  risk  of  nuclear  war  as  the  price  of  removing 
the  missiles  — especially  when  their  removal  could  have  been  secured 
with  less  risk  (albeit  at  a somewhat  higher  price)  diplomatically.  The 
rational  paradigm  offers  no  guidance  regarding  how  such  vast  uncertainties 
can  be  resolved.  The  cognitive  paradigm,  however,  explains  unambiguously, 
in  terms  of  cognitive  principles  and  pressures,  why  Kennedy  and  the  ExCom 
decided  as  they  did. 

THE  SUBJECTIVE  STRUCTURING  OF  THE  DECISION  ENVIRONMENT 

In  order  to  support  the  cognitive  view  of  Kennedy's  decision  process, 
it  will  be  necessary  to  look  more  closely  at  the  seeming  trade-off  which 
Kennedy  faced  and  his  manner  of  dealing  with  it. 

To  repeat,  the  two  values  involved  in  the  missile  crisis  were  (1)  a 
web  of  interests  including  the  preservation  of  the  military  status  quo  ante. 
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the  maintenance  of  America's  international  prestige,  and  the  need  to 
demonstrate  to  the  Soviets  that  destabilizing  faits  accomplis  and  "salami 
tactics"  would  not  be  tolerated  --  with  all  of  these  interests  requiring 
an  unconditional  withdrawal  of  the  missiles  from  Cuba  --  and  (2)  the 
avoidance  of  a nuclear  war,  which  might  be  precipitated  by  measures  de- 
signed to  achieve  an  unconditional  withdrawal. 

Setting  aside  the  issue  of  whether  this  objectively  constitutes  a 
trade-off  relationship,  it  is  nevertheless  undeniable  that  these  two  is- 
sues are,  in  Steinbruner 's  jargon,  "highly  interactive."  That  is,  policies 
which  affect  one  value  must  intimately  affect  the  other.  Thus,  reality 
constraints  are  too  strong  to  achieve  a stable  disaggregation  of  the 
values  by  the  simplest  and  most  routine  cybernetic  means  --  e.g.,  letting 
one  bureaucracy  handle  value  A and  another  handle  value  B,  as  in  the  above- 
cited  flood  control  example. 

In  such  situations,  the  decisionmaker  may  be  forced  to  deal  with  the 
values  analytically,  but,  since  in  this  case  uncertainty  is  great,  one 
might  expect  subconscious,  nonrational,  cognitive  processes  to  structure 
the  decision  in  such  a way  that  the  values  do  not  conflict. 

Intuitively,  it  is  not  hard  to  imagine  the  cognitive  stress  which 
the  sacrifice  of  either  value  would  have  entailed  for  President  Kennedy, 
especially  when  his  own  prestige  was  on  the  line  as  well  as  America's. 

The  Bay  of  Pigs,  the  disastrous  confrontation  with  Khrushchev  in  Vienna, 
and  the  domestic  allegation  that  he  was  long  on  profile  but  short  on 
courage  all  combined  to  make  the  unconditional  withdrawal  of  the  missiles 
a dear  value  indeed,  perhaps  tantamount  to  the  avoidance  of  nuclear  war 
itself. 

With  two  such  vital  values  at  stake,  it  is  not  hard  to  imagine  that 
Kennedy  was  under  strong  cognitive  pressure  to  view  his  situation  in  a 
way  which  would  permit  him  to  adopt  a strategy  which  held  out  the  possi- 
bility of  winning  big  with  respect  to  both  values  --  even  if  it  meant  run- 
ning the  risk  of  losing  big  as  well.  An  analytic,  trade-off-oriented 
formulation  of  the  problem  could  not  achieve  this  for  Kennedy;  a cognitive, 
"no  trade-off"  formulation  could. 
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"A  MISSILE  IS  A MISSILE" 

Conceptually,  there  were  two  possible  ways  to  avoid  the  trade-off. 

The  first,  and  the  simplest,  would  have  been  to  disclaim  the  significance 
of  the  introduction  of  the  missiles  into  Cuba.  By  telling  themselves  that 
the  missiles  did  not,  in  any  appreciable  way,  affect  the  military  balance 
or  undermine  U.S.  prestige,  the  members  of  the  ExCom  could  have  acquiesced 
to  the  installation  of  the  missiles  and  incurred  no  cognitive  costs.  Both 
values  --  prestige  maintenance  and  war  avoidance  --  could  have  been  viewed 
as  essentially  irrelevant  to  the  missile  issue. 

In  fact,  at  the  beginning  of  the  ExCom' s deliberations.  Secretary 
of  Defense  McNamara  argued  for  exactly  this  view:  "A  missile  is  a mis- 

sile. It  makes  no  great  difference  whether  you  arc  killed  by  a missile 

28 

fired  from  the  Soviet  Union  or  from  Cuba."  Ted  Sorensen  reports: 

As  some  (but  not  all)  Pentagon  advisers  pointed  out  to  the 
President,  we  had  long  lived  within  range  of  Soviet  missiles, 
we  expected  Khrushchev  to  live  with  our  missiles  nearby,  and 
by  taking  this  addition  calmly  we  would  prevent  him  from  in- 
flating its  importance.’^ 

Objective  arguments  on  this  point  were  mixed  McNamara's  view  was 

bolstered  by  the  fact  that  the  vulnerable,  soft-site  missiles  could  be 

useful  only  in  a first  strike  --  and  that  the  Soviets  were  far  from  a 

credible  first-strike  capability  even  with  the  additional  deliverable 

warheads  provided  by  the  Cuban  emplacements.^^  Meanwhile,  the  armed 

services  pointed  to  the  reduced  warning  time  for  getting  American  bombers 

off  the  ground, and  the  diplomats  and  politicians  stressed  the  importance 

32 

of  "appearances,"  independent  of  strictly  military  considerations. 

In  any  case,  uncertainty  regarding  the  significance  of  the  Russians' 
gambit  was  great  enough  to  permit  McNamara  to  rationalize  his  dissonance- 
avoiding formulation. 

President  Kennedy,  however,  rejected  the  "do  nothing"  course  of  action 
from  the  outset.  "We'll  have  to  do  something  quickly,"  he  told  the  ExCom. 

"I  suppose  the  alternatives  are  to  go  in  by  air  and  wipe  them  out,  or  to 
take  other  steps  to  render  the  weapons  inoperable. Kennedy  was  operating 
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under  different  cognitive  pressures  than  those  influencing  McNamara.  In 
the  wake  of  Vienna,  Berlin,  and  the  Bay  of  Pigs,  Kennedy  was  under  heavy 
pressure  from  members  of  both  parties  in  Congress  to  stand  firm  against 
Khrushchev's  encroachments.  Even  before  the  revelation  about  the  emplace- 
ment of  medium-  and  intermediate-range  missiles.  Republican  candidates 
were  making  Kennedy's  do-nothing  policy  in  Cuba  a central  issue  of  the 
election  campaign.  After  their  emplacement,  Kennedy  saw  his  impeachment 
as  the  likely  consequence  unless  they  were  removed.  To  quote  Roger  Hilsman, 

"The  United  States  might  not  be  in  danger,  but  the  Administration  most 
34 

certainly  was."  Whereas  the  formulation  "a  missile  is  a missile"  may 
have  diminished  the  cognitive  pressures  on  McNamara  (who  was  chronically 
insensitive  to  political  concerns),  it  could  only  heighten  Kennedy's 
troubles  and  exacerbate  the  trade-offs  he  faced. 

WAR  NOW  VERSUS  WAR  LATER 

The  other  possible  means  for  avoiding  the  trade-off  between  war 
avoidance  and  prestige  maintenance  was  the  "risk  war  now  to  avoid  certain 
war  later"  formulation.  This,  in  fact,  was  the  conceptualization  adopted 
by  Kennedy.  In  his  speech  of  October  22  announcing  the  blockade,  Kennedy 
said : 

* 

Aggressive  conduct,  if  allowed  to  grow  unchecked  and  unchal- 
lenged, ultimately  leads  to  war.  This  nation  is  opposed  to  war. 

We  are  also  true  to  our  word.  Our  unswerving  objective,  there- 
fore, must  be  to  prevent  the  use  of  these  missiles  against  this 
or  any  other  country  and  to  secure  their  withdrawal  or  elimina- 
tion from  the  Western  Hemisphere. 

In  the  ExCom,  Secretary  of  State  Rusk  had  concluded  his  case  for  an  air 
strike  with  a similar  sentiment. 

If  we  don't  do  this  we  go  down  with  a whimper.  Maybe  it's 
better  to  go  down  with  a bang.^^ 

Presidential  biographers  Schlesinger  and  Sorensen  summed  up  Kennedy's  and, 
generally  speaking,  the  ExCom's  attitude; 
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In  a general  sense,  the  decision  [to  introduce  missiles] 
obviously  represented  the  supreme  Soviet  probe  of  American 
intentions.  No  doubt  a "total  victory"  faction  in  Moscow 
had  long  been  denouncing  the  government's  "no  win"  policy 
and  arguing  that  the  Soviet  Union  could  safely  use  the  utmost 
nuclear  pressure  against  the  United  States  because  the  Ameri- 
cans were  too  rich  or  too  soft  or  too  liberal  to  fight.  Now 
Khrushchev  was  prepared  to  give  the  argument  its  crucial  test. 37 

The  Soviets  would  move  [in  Berlin],  [Kennedy]  expected,  but 
they  probably  would  whatever  we  did;  and  perhaps  this  show 
of  strength  would  make  them  think  twice  about  it. 38 


This  view  per  se  was  neither  necessarily  wrong  nor  necessarily  in- 
compatible with  the  analytic  model.  However,  the  unswerving  nature  of 
the  President’s  commitment  to  this  view  under  conditions  of  great  un- 
certainty is  more  reminiscent  of  the  cognitive  paradigm  than  the  analytic. 

COMPELLENCE  AND  CERTAINTY 

Kennedy's  unswerving  commitment  to  the  "war  now/war  later"  view  is 
directly  reflected  in  the  strategy  he  adopted  to  force  the  Russians  to 
remove  their  missiles.  That  strategy  was  essentially  a compellence 
strategy:  a strategy  based  on  the  renunciation  of  choice. 

Kennedy  and  his  brother  assured  each  other  that  they  had  no  choice 
but  to  compel  the  Russians  to  dismantle  the  missiles  unconditionally. 

The  President  told  Robert; 

It  looks  really  mean,  doesn't  it?  But  then,  really  there  was 
no  other  choice.  If  they  get  this  mean  on  this  one  in  our 
part  of  the  world,  what  will  they  do  on  the  next?39 

The  President  then  assured  the  Russians  that  he^  was  locked  into  a no- 
choice situation.  If  a blockade  did  not  get  the  missiles  out,  an  air- 
strike  would,  Kennedy  told  Ambassador  Dobrynin  via  his  brother. I am 
not  interested  in  compromise  solutions,  he  told  the  Russians,  in  effect. 

I have  no  choice  but  to  insist  on  the  unconditional  removal  of  the  mis- 
siles; theiefore,  you  have  only  two  options:  submit  to  my  demands  or 

provoke  an  escalation  of  the  conflict.  However,  since  I have  read  The 

4 j 

Guns  of  August  and  am  attuned  to  your  need  to  avoid  humiliation,  I 
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will  permit  you  to  capitulate  gracefully  before  I unilaterally  impose  a 

military  solution.  But  if  you  are  really  intent  on  pushing  me,  there's 

nothing  can  do  to  avert  escalation. 

Despite  Albert  and  Roberta  Wohlstetter's  protestations  about  con- 
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trolling  the  risks  in  Cuba,  the  fact  remains  that  "all  [the  Kennedys'] 
skill  would  have  been  to  no  avail  if  in  the  end  [Khrushchev]  had  preferred 
his  prestige,  as  they  preferred  theirs,  to  the  danger  of  a world  war." 
Despite  Sorensen's  and  Schlesinger's  description  of  the  ExCom's  decision 
process  as  painstakingly  open  and  rational,  the  fact  remains  that  the 
President  and  most  of  his  advisors  perceived  only  one  real  option;  an 
uncompromising  policy  based  on  compellence  and  rejecting  any  trade-off 
of  values.  Such  policies  are  the  hallmark  of  the  cognitive  decisionmaker. 

THE  FAILURE  TO  NEGOTIATE 

An  analytical  decisionmaker,  on  the  other  hand,  would  have  charac- 
teristically adopted  a strategy  based  on  negotiation,  compromise,  and 
explicit  value  trade-offs.  Kennedy  did  have  an  opportunity  to  strike 
a bargain  in  which  both  the  Soviets  and  the  Americans  would  have  given 
up  some  prestige  in  order  to  eliminate  the  immediate  danger  of  war.  The 

Soviets  offered  to  remove  their  missiles  from  Cuba  if  the  United  States 
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would  remove  its  from  Turkey.  Such  a trade  had  already  been  proposed 

in  the  American  press  as  a face-saving,  war-averting  compromise  by  Walter 

Lippmann.  "The  two  bases  could  be  dismantled  without  altering  the  world 
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balance  of  power,"  he  had  argued.  Inside  the  ExCom,  Adlai  Stevenson 
also  argued  for  the  trade.  As  Ambassador  to  the  United  Nations,  he 
realized  that  the  emplacement  of  missiles  in  Turkey  was  in  fact  quite 
comparable  to  their  emplacement  in  Cuba,  and  that  he  would  find  it  hard 
to  construct  a tenable  argument  against  the  equity  of  the  proposed  trade. 

In  addition,  Stevenson  had  hoped  to  link  this  trade  to  a broader 
settlement  of  some  contentious  issues  between  the  two  superpowers. 
Schlesinger  reports,  however,  that: 

The  President  . . . rightly  regarded  any  political  program  as 
premature.  He  wanted  to  concentrate  on  a single  issue  --  the 
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enormity  of  the  introduction  of  the  missiles  and  the 
absolute  necessity  for  their  removal.  Stevenson's  nego- 
tiating program  was  accordingly  rejected. 

Although  Kennedy  had  previously  ordered  the  dismantling  of  the 
missiles  in  Turkey  (an  order  which  had  never  been  carried  out),  he 
perceived  any  compromise  affecting  Turkey  as  undermining  a U.S.  commit- 
ment. Still,  Kennedy  did  ask  Roswell  Gilpatric  to  prepare  a scenario 
for  the  removal  of  the  missiles  in  Turkey  and  Italy. On  the  one  hand, 
Kennedy  remained  firm  in  his  cognitively-reinforced  view  that  the  long- 
term likelihood  of  nuclear  war  would  increase  greatly  if  he  were  to  ap- 
pear to  be  giving  in  to  Soviet  pressure.  On  the  other  hand,  he  seems  to 
have  balked  at  the  thought  that  a very  marginal  diminution  of  the  American 
commitment  to  Turkey  could  have  ramifications  significant  enough  to  warrant 
a one-in-three  risk  of  nuclear  war. 

Despite  this,  Kennedy  found  a way  to  avoid  the  trade.  As  the  cy- 
bernetic model  would  predict,  he  seized  upon  his  brother's  idea  of  re- 
jecting the  most  recent  and  most  official  offer  to  trade  Cuban  for 
Turkish  missiles  and  accepting  instead  Khrushchev's  informal  offer  to 
remove  the  missiles  simply  in  exchange  for  a pledge  not  to  invade  Cuba. 
Although  the  informal  offer  (1)  was  inferred  from  an  ambiguous  and  emo- 
tional letter  from  Khrushchev  and  transferred  more  explicitly  through  a 
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highly  unorthodox,  unofficial  contact  and  (2)  had  apparently  been 

superseded  in  the  Kremlin  by  the  more  recent  and  more  stringent  offer, 

Kennedy  chose  to  "accept"  the  Khrushchev  "offer."  He  then  locked  himself 

into  that  policy  by  informing  Dobrynin  that  an  airstrike  would  soon 

follow  if  his  "acceptance"  were  not  agreed  to  by  the  Politburo. 

Although  Robert  Kennedy  privately  assured  Dobrynin  that  in  the  long 
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run  "there  would  be  no  problem  about  the  missiles"  in  Turkey,  that  was 
hardly  the  point.  It  was  prestige  and  appearances  that  mattered,  not  the 
out-moded  Jupiter  missiles.  Thus,  President  Kennedy  had  violated  his  own 
cardinal  rule  of  crisis  management; 

Above  all,  while  defending  our  own  vital  interests,  nuclear 
powers  must  avert  those  confrontations  which  bring  an  adversary 
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to  the  choice  of  either  a humiliatinR  retreat  or  a nuclear 
war. 

In  sum,  Kennedy’s  failure  to  negotiate,  his  adoption  of  the  so- 
called  Trollope  ploy  of  accepting  a non-offer,  his  desire  to  "concentrate 
on  a single  issue,"  and,  in  general,  his  insistence  on  a compellence 
strategy  in  which  only  the  adversary  must  deal  with  trade-offs  are  all 
indicators  of  a nonanalytic  cognitive  decision  process. 

By  the  time  that  Kennedy  announced  the  blockade,  his  perception  of 
the  situation  and  his  analysis  of  the  options  were  firmly  established. 

In  his  mind,  he  had  structured  his  environment  in  a way  which  subjectively 
disposed  of  dissonance- causing  trade-offs.  As  predicted  by  the  cognitive 
paradigm,  he  had  seen  certainty  in  an  inherently  uncertain  situation;  he 
was  confident  that  his  chosen  policy  was  not  merely  the  right  one  but  the 
only  one  he  could  possibly  adopt  under  the  circumstances. 

On  the  day  he  announced  the  blockade,  according  to  Schlesinger 's 
report,  "Kennedy  himself  was  never  more  compos ed."^^ 

It  is  fortunate  that  the  Soviet  decision  process  was  not  ruled  by 
the  same  cognitive  pressures  as  Kennedy's  decision.  Because  of  Khrushchev's 
apparent  willingness  to  opt  for  peace  rather  than  prestige,  an  unwanted 
war  was  avoided. 

However,  decisionmakers  who  use  compellence  strategies  cannot  always 
count  on  their  adversaries  to  weigh  the  costs  and  benefits  "correctly" 
and  to  opt  for  peace.  The  next  case  to  be  examined  illustrates  the  tragic 
outcome  which  can  result  when  cognitive  pressures  lead  both  sides  to  view 
their  dispute  as  a "no  trade-offs"  game  aiid  to  adopt  strategies  based  on 
compellence. 
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IV.  UNCERTAINTY,  VALUE  INTEGRATION,  AND  THE  ORIGINS  OF  WORLD  WAR  I 


The  theme  of  war-by-error  has  had  great  popularity  among  historians 
as  an  explanation  for  the  immediate  causes  of  the  First  World  War.  The 
role  of  personality,  the  domination  of  policy  by  military  technology 
and  doctrine,  and  the  effects  of  stress  have  all  been  cited  as  elements 
which  constrained  the  rationality  of  the  participants'  decision  processes. 
Although  these  may  all  be  important,  this  analysis  will  concentrate  on 
nonrational  influences  relating  to  the  suppression  of  trade-offs  and  the 
subjective  resolution  of  uncertainty.  It  will  be  argued  that  these  cog- 
nitive influences  led  the  German  decisionmakers  to  perceive  that  all  of 
their  options  --  except  the  option  to  make  war  --  were  foreclosed. 

THE  TRADE-OFF 

The  assassination  of  Archduke  Ferdinand  and  Austria's  ensuing  demands 
on  Serbia  created  a difficult  and  momentous  dilemma  for  Kaiser  Wilhelm  and 
the  German  policymakers.  On  the  one  hand,  the  Germans  were  convinced  of 
the  need  to  support  Austria  unconditionally  in  the  dispute. 

We  are  concerned  with  a preeminent  political  question,  perhaps 
the  last  opportunity  of  giving  the  Great er-Serbia  menace  its 
death  blow  under  comparatively  favorable  circumstances.  If 
Austria  neglects  this  opportunity,  her  prestige  will  have  come 
to  an  end,  and  she  will  constitute  a still  weaker  factor  of  our 
association.  As  any  other  orientation  of  our  policy  seems  for 
the  time  being  to  be  excluded,  it  is  for  us  a matter  of  vital 
interest  to  uphold  our  Austrian  ally's  status  in  the  world. 

On  the  other  hand,  any  German  policy  which  would  further  the  dual  goal  of 
supporting  Austrian  prestige  and  the  influence  of  the  Triple  Alliance 
would  also  tend  to  provoke  an  unwanted  war  with  Russia,  Serbia's  bene- 
factor. 

It  seems  clear  that  the  war  was  generally  unwanted  by  German  policy- 
makers, including  the  Kaiser.  Although  some  military  men  were  enamored 
of  a social  Darwinist  theory  of  "the  obligation  to  make  war,"  official 


22 


German  policy  papers  of  the  time  regularly  refer  to  a general  European 
war  as  undesirable,  a "terrible  calamity"  which  would  "annihilate  for 
decades  the  civilization  of  Europe.'"'’^  \s  Barbara  Tuchman  points  out, 
the  Kaiser  was  convinced  of  the  need  for  an  active  diplomacy  entailing 
the  occasional  use  of  threats,  but  not  of  the  need  for  war.^“^ 

Thus,  Germany  was  faced  with  a straightforward  policy  dilemma:  the 
need  to  support  the  prestige  of  a weak  ally  without  precipitating  a world 
war.  As  Ole  Holst i has  observed,  the  trade-off  problem  facing  Russia  was 
essentially  identical  to  that  facing  the  Germans. 

MANAGING  THE  TRADE-OFF 

How  did  the  Kaiser  and  his  advisers  deal  with  this  trade-off  in  an 
environment  of  uncertainty?  The  question  can  bo  answered  by  focusing  on 
two  points  in  the  decision  process:  (1)  the  Kaiser's  decision  on  July  5 

to  write  Austria  a "blank  check"  for  German  support  in  her  policies  toward 
Serbia  and  (2)  the  Kaiser's  reaction  to  Russian  mobilization  and  the  per- 
ceived "betrayal"  by  Britain. 

^n  the  initial  stages  of  the  crisis,  the  German  leadership  avoided 
the  trade-off  by  imputing  impossibility  to  a war-like  Russian  reaction 
to  Austria's  Serbian  policy.  This  perception  was  maintained  through  July 
by  selective  attention  *^o  information  a:id  by  the  well-established  cognitive 
principle  of  reinforcement,  which  states  that  small  reinforcing  inputs 
will  generally  outweigh  larger  Ji sconf irming  inputs. 

However,  this  sanguine  view  was  inevitably  broken  down  by  the  on- 
slaught of  reality  towards  the  end  of  July.  A new  conceptualization  of 
the  situation  was  clearly  required.  The  evidence  indicates  some  mani- 
festations of  a trade-off-oriented  conceptualization  of  the  problem  among 
some  of  the  German  leaders,  but,  for  the  most  part,  the  Kaiser  and  his 
advisers  took  refuge  in  a formulation  which  avoided  the  dissonance  of 
recognizing  the  trade-off  of  values.  The  Kaiser  came  to  view  his  situa- 
tion as  a choice  between  war  now  or  destruction  later  at  the  hands  of  the 
plotting,  encircling  Triple  Entente.  Compromise  with  the  adversary  would 
further  undermine  German  strength  and  only  postpone  the  war  to  a less 
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favorable  moment,  he  believed.  The  Kaiser  saw  no  choice  but  to  seize  the 
advantage  of  striking  the  first  blow.  By  imputing  certainty  to  the  ad- 
versaries' conspiratorial  intent,  the  Kaiser  avoided  the  value  trade-off. 
Unlike  Kennedy,  he  did  not  avoid  the  war. 

Robert  North  characterizes  the  German  decision  process  in  a similar 
fashion : 


Previously  the  Kaiser  and  his  colleagues  had  persistently 
misperceived  British,  French,  and  Russian  attitudes  and  in- 
terests. [Upon  learning  of  the  British  "betrayal",]  they 
swung  to  the  other  extremes:  exaggerating  the  British, 

French,  and  Russian  hostilities  and  grossly  overreacting. 

In  the  consequent  high  tension,  moreover,  they  were  unable 
to  see  any  alternatives  to  large-scale  war.^^ 

Of  course,  the  Kaiser's  shifting  view  of  his  adversaries'  intentions 
is  not  inconsistent  per  se  with  the  rational  model  of  decisionmaking. 
However,  such  a pattern  is  more  readily  explained  by  the  cognitive  model 
than  by  the  rational-analytic  model.  Psychologist  Jack  Brehm  argues: 

The  point  here  is  that  dissonance  processes  have  the  flavor 
of  an  either-or  phenomenon;  judgmental  processes,  on  the 
other  hand,  admit  of  compromise  all  along  the  information 
continuum.  Dissonance  implies  a distortion  or  discontinuity 
to  the  commitment;  the  person  may  go  too  far  and  may  over- 
estimate change  from  one  extreme  position  to  another,  end 
up  advocating  what  he  has  disliked,  and  so  forth.  The  judg- 
mental process,  unlike  the  dissonance  process,  implies  a more 
"rational"  assessment  of  different  pieces  of  inconsistent  in- 
formation in  terms  of  existing  conditions,  and  a resultant 
compromise  solution. 

The  usual  attitude  change  paradigm  in  many  cases  allows 
an  interpretation  of  data  in  terms  of  judgmental  processes. 

An  interpretation  in  terms  of  dissonance  theory,  is,  in  this 
light,  equivocal,  unless  certain  special  dissonance-reduction 
effects  are  shown.  Thus  studies  in  this  area  are  equivocal, 
not  because  they  do  not  involve  discrepant  cognitions  but  be- 
cause they  often  do  not  present  any  effects  that  are  not  amen- 
able to  reinterpretation  by  means  of  judgmental  assumptions.^® 


The  following  review  of  the  evidence  will  suggest  that  a judgmental 
(i.e.,  rational-analytic)  interpretation  of  the  Kaiser's  decision  process 
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verges  on  implausibility , especially  in  light  of  the  Kaiser’s  strong 
imputations  of  certainty  to  inherently  ambiguous  intentions  and  events. 

This  is  true  both  in  the  early  stages  of  the  crisis,  when  the  Kaiser 
was  writing  his  blank  check,  and  in  the  later  stages,  in  his  reaction  to 
the  Russian  mobilization  and  the  English  "betrayal." 

RUSSIA  IS  "DETERMINED  TO  HAVE  PEACE" 

During  the  summer  of  1914,  the  Germans  were  convinced  that  Russia  did 

not  want  war  and  recognized  that  she  was  not  prepared  for  it.  They  pointed 

to  the  inadequacy  of  Russia's  artillery  and  railroads.  They  argued  that 

the  Tsar  would  never  side  with  the  Serbian  regicides,  regardless  of  Slavic 
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loyalties.  They  pointed  out  that,  in  a similar  case  in  1909,  Russia 
had  not  prevented  Austria's  annexation  of  Bosnia-Herzegovina  --  although 
the  Germans  tended  to  forget  that  Russian  neutrality  in  that  affair  had 
been  secured  as  much  by  a German  promise  of  support  on  the  Dardanelles 
issue  (later  reneged)  as  by  the  German  ultimatum. In  sum,  the  Germans 

were  convinced  that  Russia  was  "determined  to  have  peace  for  a few  years 
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yet ." 

In  any  case,  Britain  --  and  perhaps  even  France  --  would  restrain 

Russia,  it  was  believed.  In  his  memoirs.  Admiral  Tirpitz  recalls  that 

the  Kaiser  thought  that  France  "would  put  the  brake  on  Russia,  because 

of  France's  unfavorable  financial  position  and  her  shortage  of  artillery. 

The  Emperor  did  not  mention  England;  there  was  no  thought  of  complications 
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with  this  state."  Chancellor  Bethmann-Hollweg  wrote  of  the  prospects 

that  England  and  Germany  would  "both  stand  forth  with  determination  as 
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the  guarantors  of  European  peace."  Even  "if  it  came  to  war,  England 
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would  certainly  remain  neutral,"  Bethmann  argued.  In  a similar  vein. 
Foreign  Minister  von  Jagow  argued  that  England  could  never  go  to  war  in 
light  of  its  divided  cabinet  and  its  unresolved  Irish  question.  "We 
are  sure  of  England's  neutrality,"  he  told  the  French  Ambassador 

Jagow's  July  18  cable  to  Prince  Lichnowsky,  the  German  Ambassador 
to  London,  sums  up  the  German  attitude: 

The  more  determined  Austria  shows  herself,  the  more 
energetically  we  support  her,  the  more  quiet  Russia  will 
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remain.  To  be  sure,  there  will  be  some  agitation  in  Peters- 
burg, but,  on  the  whole,  Russia  is  not  ready  to  strike  at 
present.  Nor  will  France  or  England  be  anxious  for  war  at 
the  present  time.^^ 

These  assessments  by  Jagow,  Bethmann,  and  the  Kaiser  are  striking 
for  their  tone  of  virtual  certainty  --  perhaps  too  striking  to  be  com- 
patible with  a probabilistic,  rational-analytic  decision  process.  In 
any  case,  this  optimistic  estimate  of  the  potential  adversaries'  inten- 
tions provided  a convenient  basis  for  denying  the  trade-off  between 
helping  Austria  to  punish  the  regicides,  which  the  Kaiser  viewed  as  a 
"requirement  for  self-preservation,"^^  and  avoiding  an  all-European  war. 
In  fact,  the  Kaiser  had  become  so  confident  about  the  unlikelihood  of 
provoking  war  that  he  had  felt  free  to  rebuke  his  ambassador  in  Vienna 
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for  urging  caution  on  the  Austrians. 

REINFORCING  THE  PERCEPTION 

While  the  events  of  July  moved  Europe  closer  to  war,  the  German 
leadership  maintained  their  preestablished  estimate  of  their  adversaries' 
unwillingness  to  fight,  rejecting  disconf irming  evidence  and  interpreting 
ambiguous  evidence  as  supporting  that  belief.  As  predicted  by  cognitive 
theory,  reinforcing  evidence  seems  to  have  been  given  inordinate  weight. 
Ole  Holsti  remarks: 


Kaiser  Wilhelm  tended  to  dismiss  the  consistently  accurate 
reports  of  his  ambassador  in  London  regarding  British  in- 
tentions as  more  utter  nonsense  from  "that  old  goat."  On 
the  other  hand,  the  reports  of  the  German  ambassador  in  St. 
Petersburg,  which  support  the  preferred  view  that  Russia  was 
bluffing  in  its  announced  policy  of  supporting  Serbia,  were 
accepted  quite  uncritically.  Thus  two  unauthoritative 
articles  which  supported  the  Kaiser's  hopes  and  expectations 
that  Britain  would  remain  neutral  were  accepted  quite  un- 
critically, whereas  [British  Foreign  Secretary]  Grey's 
warnings  as  reported  accurately  by  Lichnowsky,  were  dis- 
missed. 


Even  in  the  advanced  stages  of  the  crisis  this  tendency  remained  an 
important  factor.  As  late  as  July  27,  upon  reading  Ambassador  Pourtales' 
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estimate  that  the  Russians  would  not  fight,  Bethmann  decided  to  forward 
Grey's  arbitration  proposal  to  Vienna  with  the  recommendation  that  it  be 
rejected.  The  Russians  would  become  reconciled  to  a fait  accompli  in 
Serbia,  he  believed. 

Eventually,  however,  the  reality  of  the  imminent  Russian  mobiliza- 
tion prohibited  such  fatuous  interpretations.  The  Germans  had  to  fall 
back  on  the  increasingly  implausible  hope  that  Britain  would  intercede 
and  check  the  Russian  mobilization;  for  example,  the  Kaiser's  marginalia 
on  a pro-peace  British  newspaper  article  of  July  30; 

The  ONLY  POSSIBLE  WAY  to  ensure  or  enforce  peace  is  that 
England  must  tell  Paris  and  Petersburg  --  its  Allies  -- 
to  remain  quiet,  i.e.,  neutral  to  the  Austro-Serbian 
conflict,  then  Germany  can  remain  quiet  too. 

Now  only  England  alone  can  stop  the  catastrophe 
by  restraining  its  Allies. 

VOICES  FOR  COMPROMISE? 

By  July  29  the  trade-off  between  backing  the  Austrians  and  avoiding 
war  had  become  all  too  apparent  to  Bethmann.  He  decided  to  send  a pro- 
posal for  compromise  authored  by  Lichnowsky  to  the  Austrian  chancellor 
via  the  German  ambassador  in  Vienna,  urging  its  consideration: 

We  are,  of  course,  prepared  to  fulfill  our  duty  as  allies, 
but  must  decline  to  be  dragged  by  Vienna  wantonly  into  a 
world  conflagration  without  having  any  regard  paid  to  our 
counsels.  Pray  speak  to  Austrian  Chancellor  Berchtold  at 
once  with  great  emphasis. ^2 

The  Kaiser,  too,  showed  an  erratic  sort  of  interest  in  "compromise" 
as  a means  to  avert  first  a Russian  mobilization  and  then  war  with  France. 
Only  July  28,  the  Kaiser  urged  a peace  initiative  on  the  Austrians,  which 
would  have  entailed  the  temporary  occupation  of  Belgrade. Historian 
George  Thomson  views  this  as  a legitimate  effort  at  compromise,  similar 
in  substance  to  some  of  Grey's  proposals,  but  scuttled  by  subordinates 
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and  too  late  to  influence  events.  However,  some  of  the  Kaiser's 

peremptory  marginal  comments  regarding  a Russian  arbitration  proposal 

received  on  July  28  suggest  that  his  interest  in  a true  compromise  was 
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minimal . 

The  Kaiser's  other  peace  initiative  was  even  less  serious.  In  mid- 
invasion on  August  1,  he  offered  the  French  the  option  of  remaining  neutral 
in  his  war  with  Russia  if  they  would  relinquish  the  fortifications  at 

Verdun  and  Toulon  to  the  Germans  as  a guarantee  of  France's  benign  inten- 
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tions . 

Despite  these  flirtations  with  a policy  of  compromise  and  with  the 
recognition  of  the  disturbing  trade-off,  they  remained  a minor  component 
of  the  overall  pattern  of  events  --  a passing  symptom  of  the  Germans' 
search  for  a new  conceptualization  of  their  environment  to  replace  their 
suddenly  exploded  faith  in  Anglo-Russian  passivity. 

WAR  NOW  OR  DESTRUCTION  LATER 

When  and  how,  then,  did  the  Kaiser  reconceptualize  his  view  of  his 
adversaries'  intentions  and  the  nature  of  his  own  dilemma? 

This  reformulation  was  precipitated  in  part  by  the  Russian  mobiliza- 
tion but  also  largely  by  Grey's  clarification  of  England's  intentions  in 
the  event  of  war  between  Germany  and  France.  As  Grey's  increasingly  un- 
ambiguous warnings  reached  the  Kaiser  on  July  29,  30,  and  31,^^  it  became 
more  and  more  evident  that  the  illusion  of  British  neutrality  could  not 
be  maintained.  Earlier,  King  George  of  England  had  assured  Wilhelm  of 
England's  intention  to  remain  neutral  via  the  Kaiser's  brother  Henry,  and 
Wilhelm  had  been  impressed  by  "the  word  of  a king."  But  now  King  George 
revoked  what  Wilhelm  viewed  as  a pledge,  explaining  that  Prince  Henry  had 

misunderstood  him:  Britain  would  remain  neutral  only  if  Germany  would 
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remain  neutral  towards  both  Russia  and  France. 

The  reality  of  this  new  information  crushed  once  and  for  all  the 
Kaiser's  remaining  illusions  and  seemingly  laid  bare  the  trade-off  between 
supporting  Austria's  irresponsible  policies  and  avoiding  a general  war. 
Clearly,  the  Kaiser  was  forced  to  reconceptualize  his  predicament.  However, 
this  reconceptualization  did  not  take  the  form  of  (1)  recognizing  the 
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conflict  between  values  and  (2)  seeking  a diplomatic  compromise  which 
would  save  the  peace  and  salvage  as  much  of  Austria's  prestige  as  pos- 
sible. Instead  the  Kaiser  adopted  the  view  that  the  Triple  Entente  was 
conspiring  for  his  destruction:  they  would  try  to  weaken  him  and  his 

Austrian  ally  by  forcing  them  to  compromise  their  essential  interests. 
Then,  in  this  debilitated  state,  Germany  and  Austria  would  eventually 
be  devoured.  Or,  if  Germany  would  not  permit  the  gradual  erosion  of 
its  position,  the  Entente  would  join  in  a war  to  liquidate  it.  For 
example,  these  excerpts  from  the  Kaiser's  marginalia  of  July  30: 


For  I have  no  doubt  about  it:  England,  Russia,  and  France 

have  agreed  among  themselves  --  after  laying  the  foundations 
for  the  casus  foederis  for  us  through  Austria  --  to  take  the 
Austria-Serbian  conflict  jfjjr  an  excuse  for  waging  a war  of 
extermination  against  us. 

. . . either  we  are  shamefully  to  betray  our  allies,  sacrifice 
them  to  Russia  --  thereby  breaking  up  the  Triple  Alliance,  or 
we  are  to  be  attacked  in  common  by  the  Triple  Entente  for  our 
fidelity  to  our  allies  and  punished,  whereby  they  will  satisfy 
their  jealousy  by  joining  in  totally  ruining  us.°0 


He  explicitly  rejects  mediation  and  compromise  as  a ploy  of  an  enemy  who 
is  already  "almost  a week  ahead  of  us"  in  its  mobilization: 

It  cannot  agree  to  any  more  mediation  since  the  Czar  who  re- 
quested it  has  at  the  same  time  secretly  mobilized  behind 
my  back.  It  is  only  a maneuver,  in  order  to  hold  us  back 
and  to  increase  the  start  they  have  already  got.  My  work 
is  at  an  end.” 

In  sum,  the  Kaiser  adopted  the  view  that  mediation  would  lead  to  war 
as  surely  as  — or  even  more  surely  than  — an  uncompromising  policy  would. 
This  view  permitted  him  to  avoid  making  painful  trade-offs  between  values. 
It  also  led  him  to  the  view  that  he  had  no  choice  but  to  lock  himself 
into  an  inflexible  policy  of  compellence  and  that  the  responsibility  for 
averting  war  lay  only  in  the  hands  of  his  adversaries. 
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NO  CHOICE 

As  a result  of  the  Kaiser's  view  that  the  designs  of  encircling, 

hostile  powers  would  only  be  encouraged,  not  assuaged,  by  appeasement, 

the  Kaiser  perceived  his  situation  as  one  of  "no  choice."  In  his  view, 

only  Russia  and  Britain  could  avert  war;  he  was  powerless,  his  actions 

wholly  determined  by  the  actions  of  other  players. 

For  example,  although  the  Kaiser  saw  his  own  hands  as  tied  with 

8 2 

respect  to  his  ally  Austria,  he  expected  England  to  check  its  ally 
Russia: 

He  [Grey]  knows  perfectly  well,  that  if  he  were  to  say  one 
serious  sharp  and  warning  word  at  Paris  and  Petersburg,  and 
were  to  warn  them  to  remain  neutral,  both  would  become  quiet 
at  once.  But  he  takes  care  not  to  speak  the  word,  and 
threatens  us  instead! . . . England  alone  bears  the  responsi- 
bility for  peace  and  war,  and  not  we  any  longer.®^ 

His  telegrams  to  the  Tsar  reflect  a similar  sentiment: 

If  . . . Russia  mobilizes  against  Austria,  my  role  as  mediator 
. . . will  be  endangered  if  not  ruined.  The  whole  weight  of 
the  decision  lies  solely  on  your  shoulders  now,  who  have  to 
bear  the  responsibility  for  peace  or  war.®'^ 

The  responsibility  for  the  disaster  which  is  now  threatening 
the  whole  civilized  world  will  not  be  laid  at  my  door.  In 
this  moment  it  still  lies  in  your  power  to  avert  it.°^ 

But  when  the  Russians  informed  the  German  ambassador  that  they  were  in 

a position  of  no  choice  --  i.e.,  that  their  mobilization  could  "no  longer 

possibly  be  retracted"  unless  Austria  demobilized  --  the  Kaiser  underlined 
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the  passage  three  times  and  stated  in  the  margin  that  this  was  untrue. 

Ole  Holsti  has  pointed  out  that  this  perception  of  "no  choice"  pro- 
duced a policy  highly  reminiscent  of  Thomas  Schel ling's  compellence 
8 7 

strategy.  Certainly  the  Kaiser  had  relinquished  the  initiative  (at 
least  the  initiative  for  compromise)  and  was  hoping  that  the  Tsar  and/or 
Grey  would  recognize  the  incentives  for  them  to  back  down.  But,  unlike 
Schelling's  hypothetical  decisionmaker,  the  Kaiser  had  not  manipulated 
his  environment  in  order  to  place  himself  in  a position  of  no  choice  ^ 
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rational  design.  Instead,  according  to  the  cognitive  argument,  his 
subconscious  cognitive  processes  structured  his  position  as  one  of  ’'no 
choice,"  because  such  a structure  was  the  one  most  likely  to  relieve 
his  cognitive  pressures  for  trade-off  avoidance.  Although  the  Kaiser's 
policy  represented  a de  facto  compellence  strategy,  it  was  most  certainly 
not  designed  as  a stratagem  to  gain  the  Tsar's  compliance,  nor  was  there 
much  hope  in  Berlin  that  it  would  function  successfully  as  such.  Its 
true  nature  was  more  along  the  lines  of  a limbo  period  between  the  fatuous 
confidence  of  mid-July  and  the  preemptive  strike  of  early  August. 


DOUBLE  COMPELLENCE  IN  A FIRST-STRIKE  WORLD 

In  concluding  this  analysis  of  the  cognitive  roots  of  Europe's  un- 
wanted war,  two  differences  should  be  noted  between  the  dynamics  of  the 
Cuban  missile  crisis  and  those  of  July  and  August,  1914. 

(1)  Unlike  the  Cuba  confrontation,  the  face-off  between  Germany  and 
Russia  found  both  adversaries  locked  into  no-choice,  compel lence -type  j 

policies.  In  terms  nearly  identical  to  those  used  by  Kaiser  Wilhelm, 

Tsar  Nicholas  presents  his  position  in  cables  to  his  cousin  as  wholly 

determined  by  outside  forces:  1 


I foresee  that  very  soon  I shall  be  overwhelmed  hy  the  pres- 
sure brought  upon  me,  and  be  forced  to  take  extreme  measures 
which  will  lead  to  war.  To  try  to  avoid  such  a calamity  as 
a European  war,  I beg  you..  . .to  do  what  you  can  to  stop 
your  allies  from  going  too  far.°^ 

The  German  ambassador  in  St.  Petersburg  reported  this  interchange  with 
the  Russian  foreign  minister: 


At  our  interview  tonight  Sazonoff  kept  coming  back  to  the 
fact  that  we  were  the  only  ones  who  could  now  check 
Austria.^® 


(2)  Whereas  the  Cuban  crisis  occurred  in  a world  where  "mutual  as- 
sured destruction"  t^^nded  to  limit  the  advantages  of  "mobilizing"  first, 
the  Kaiser  confronted  his  adversaries  in  a first-strike  world.  According 
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to  the  doctrine  of  the  day,  the  realities  of  warfare  in  the  railroad 
era  put  a premium  on  rapid  mobilization  and  gave  strong  incentives  against 
being  slow  to  respond  to  an  opponent's  preparation  for  war. 

This  situation,  in  which  both  players  employed  compel lence  strategies 
in  a first-strike  world,  proved  to  be  a deadly  combination. 
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V.  COGNITIVE  PROCESSES  AND  THE  FAILURE  OF  DETERRENCE 


Most  scenarios  suggest  that  World  War  III  is  likely  to  ensue  from 
a two-value  game  between  the  superpowers.  The  case  studies  discussed 
in  this  analysis  have  illustrated  the  tendency  of  human  decisionmakers 
to  deal  with  such  situations  by  avoiding  the  recognition  of  the  trade- 
off relationship  which  exists  between  each  player's  own  values.  According 
to  experimentally  supported  cognitive  theories,  this  is  done  in  order  to 
reduce  "cognitive  dissonance"  and  to  reestablish  cognitive  consistency. 

According  to  the  case  studies  of  American  and  German  decisionmaking, 
how  is  this  likely  to  be  accomplished? 

The  simplest  method  consists  of  the  view  that  there  is  no  contradic- 
tion between  values  because  one  of  them  is  not  really  threatened.  The 
German  leadership  employed  this  method  of  trade-off  avoidance  when  they 
argued  that  Austria  could  be  given  a blank  check  because  Russia  did  not 
want  war  and  Britain  would  remain  neutral. 

However,  sometimes  reality  constraints  (e.g.,  the  Russian  mobilization 
and  the  clarification  of  British  intent  at  the  end  of  July)  or  political 
constraints  (e.g..  Republican  and  Congressional  attitudes  during  the  Cuban 
crisis)  can  preclude  this  direct  means  of  trade-off  avoidance.  When  this 
view  is  ruled  out,  the  decisionmaker  will  tend  to  avoid  facing  the  trade- 
off between  war  avoidance  and,  say,  prestige  maintenance  by  conceptualizing 
his  dilemma  according  to  a "risk  war  now  or  incur  destruction  later" 
formula.  In  this  way,  the  decisionmaker  allows  himself  to  argue  that  only 
by  running  some  risk  of  war  now  over  the  immediate  issue  of  contention  can 
he  demonstrate  resolve  to  his  adversaries  and,  thus,  avoid  an  inevitable 
war  in  the  future.  This  formulation  makes  the  two  values  consonant  and 
extricates  the  decisionmaker  from  the  dissonance-producing  trade-off.  How- 
ever, as  the  July  1914  case  suggests,  this  formulation  is  also  likely  to 
produce  war. 

Strategists  have  recognized  that  the  "better  war  now  than  war  later" 
concept  presents  real  problems  for  the  theory  of  deterrence,  even  aside 
from  the  lessons  of  cognitive  theory. 
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The  level  of  destruction  that  would  attend  a nuclear  war 
becomes  less  relevant  if  the  critical  choices  should  be 
made  through  reference  to  relative,  rather  than  absolute, 
costs  (better  World  War  III  now  than  later). 

. . . there  will  be  many  opportunities  for  statesmen  to 
conclude  --  accurately  or  inaccurately  --  that  . . . the 
intentions  of  their  opponent  make  the  costs  of  war  unavoid- 
able.^^ 

If  conventional  views  of  nuclear  strategy  and  crisis  management,  based 
largely  on  the  rational-analytic  paradigm,  see  this  as  a challenge  to  the 
logic  of  deterrence,  the  lessons  of  cognitive  theory  must  underscore  and 
redouble  this  concern.  Whereas  conventional  strategists  see  the  "better 
war  now  than  war  later"  formulation  as  a possible  result  of  objective 
calculations  of  interest,  the  cognitive  model  suggests  that  decisionmakers 
are  even  more  likely  to  fall  back  on  such  a formulation  than  objective 
calculations  would  warrant,  since  that  formula  solves  one  of  the  prevalent, 
subconscious  problems  of  decisionmakers  under  uncertainty. 

Not  only  will  the  cognitive  decisionmaker  tend  to  seek  out  this 
formula,  but  he  will  tend  to  lock  himself  into  this  conception  of  his  en- 
vironment and  the  adversaries'  intentions.  Cognitive  theory  argues  that 
the  mind  craves  certainty  and  will  work  to  establish  it  even  when  it  is 
unwarranted  by  objective  conditions.  This  is  accomplished  by  the  selective 
processing  and  recall  of  information,  in  accordance  with  the  principles  of 
reinforcement  and  cognitive  consistency. 

As  a result,  the  decisionmaker  is  likely  to  become  locked  into  a 
strategy  based  on  compel lence.  As  the  case  studies  have  shown,  it  is  a 
short  step  from  the  formulation  "better  risk  war  now  than  face  the  certainty 
of  incurring  it  later”  to  a strategy  based  on  closed  options  and  no  choice. 
Holsti  has  pointed  out  that  "when  [cognitive?]  stress  increases,  problem 

solving  tends  to  become  more  rigid,"  because  the  ability  to  "resist  the 

92 

pull  of  closure"  is  reduced.  In  addition,  the  case  studies  suggest 
that  the  cognitive  decisionmaker  is  highly  unlikely  to  adopt  a policy 
based  on  negotiation.  Negotiation  entails  compromise  and  represents  the 
quintessence  of  explicit  recognition  of  value  trade-offs.  This  entails 
cognitive  costs  and  will  be  avoided  by  the  decisionmaker  under  uncertainty 
if  at  all  possible. 
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As  World  War  I shows,  conpe Hence  is  a most  dangerous  game  when  both 
players  are  locked  into  that  strategy  by  their  trade-off-avoiding  concep- 
tualizations. Steinbruner  remarks: 


Consider,  for  example,  the  game  of  Chicken,  long  a 
favorite  of  theorists  of  bargaining  as  a simple  model  of 
political  conflict.  In  one  of  its  more  dramatic  forms, 
the  game  consists  of  two  players  each  of  whom  drives 
directly  at  the  other  at  60  mph  down  the  center  of  a 
deserted  highway  with  an  audience  of  peers  looking  on. 

The  first  player  to  swerve  to  avoid  collision  loses,  is 
labeled  a chicken,  and  suffers  the  contempt  of  his  peers. 

The  game  poses  a classic  value  trade-off  problem  --  survival 
on  the  one  hand,  preservation  of  honor  on  the  other.  Thomas 
Schelling  has  provided  an  analysis  of  the  game  under  the  as- 
sunption  that  both  players  are  analytic  decisionmakers.  The 
first  player  to  establish  clearly  an  irreversible  commitment 
to  the  center  of  the  road  (such  as  by  tying  the  wheel  and 
climbing  in  the  back  seat)  will  win  the  game.  The  other 
player,  still  retaining  control,  faces  a certainty  of  death 
as  against  a finite  loss  of  honor,  and  everyone  knows  how 
an  analytic  actor  will  resolve  that  choice.  The  scenario, 
which  Schelling  labels  "compel lence,"  is  played  out  daily, 
usually  for  lesser  stakes,  on  street  intersections  throughout 
the  nation. 

One's  sense  of  this  game  changes  drastically  if  a cogni- 
tive decisionmaker  is  inserted  into  the  scenario.  There  are 
at  least  two  good  reasons  why  such  a decisionmaker  might  not 
yield  to  a cleverly  established  commitment  by  the  opposing 
player:  first,  while  focusing  on  other  things,  he  may  not 

notice  the  commitment;  second,  he  may  simply  fall  to  engage 
in  a value  trade-off  while  carrying  out  his  prior  intention. 
Rather  than  compellence,  with  such  a player  involved,  one 
readily  Imagines  disaster.  Viewed  from  the  assumptions  of 
the  cognitive  paradigm,  moreover,  it  is  not  a disaster  which 
emerges  from  an  error  in  calculation,  but  rather  it  is  the  con- 
sequence of  the  normally  functioning  decision  process. 


In  sum,  the  analysis  of  these  two  case  studies  in  light  of  cognitive 
theory  has  reemphasized  the  dangers  of  a compellence  strategy.  It  should 
also  make  us  more  circumspect  about  the  tendency  to  regard  deterrence  as 
a deu8  ex  maahirux  for  avoiding  nuclear  war. 

This  analysis  has  tried  to  suggest  that,  in  situations  structured 
along  the  lines  of  a probable  nuclear  confrontation,  there  are  "regulari- 
ties of  human  thought"  which  tend  to  lead  decisionmakers  away  from  seeing 
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the  trade-offs  which  must  be  seen  if  deterrence  is  to  work.  At  the 
same  time,  it  should  not  be  inferred  from  the  exan^jles  provided  by 
American  and  German  crisis  decisionmaking  that  confrontations  for  high 
stakes  between  superpowers  must  inevitably  result  in  nuclear  destruction. 
On  the  contrary,  there  appear  to  be  several  mitigating  factors: 

(1)  A world  of  mutual  assured  destruction  may  impose  reality  con- 
straints on  one  or  both  players,  which  may  lead  to  a stronger  tendency 
to  recognize  trade-offs  than  in  a first-strike  world. 

(2)  In  a sense,  the  argument  that  the  risks  in  Cuba  were  controlled 

may  be  right:  perhaps  a moderate,  well-thought-out  con^ellence  strategy 

(like  the  blockade)  does  involve  fewer  risks  than  a more  hysterical  ap- 
proach (the  willy-nilly  "I  can't  stop"  correspondence) . Because  the 
reality  factor  does  seem  to  matter,  a decisionmaker  faced  with  a calm 
(and  even  semi-accommodating)  ultimatum  may  be  less  able  to  rationalize 
a "war  now/war  later"  formulation  and  more  likely  to  evaluate  his  trade- 
offs analytically  than  if  confronted  with  hysterical  threats. 

(3)  Khrushchev's  capitulation  gives  rise  to  the  suspicion  that, 
even  at  the  brink,  not  all  decisionmakers  are  subject  to  the  kind  of  dis- 
sonance pressure  which  prohibits  value  integration.  What  explains  this 
fact?  It  might  be  speculated  that  Kennedy's  dissonance  was  high  because 
both  values  --  war  avoidance  and  prestige  maintenance  --  were  extremely 
dear  and  were  subjected  to  an  extreme  challenge  by  the  Cuban  confronta- 
tion. For  Khrushchev  the  dissonance  may  not  have  been  as  great  if  he  did 
not  view  Soviet  prestige  (and  his  personal  prestige)  as  so  vitally  chal- 
lenged by  the  Cuban  issue.  The  prospects  of  sacrificing  a lesser  value 
for  a greater  one  may  not  cause  sufficient  dissonance  to  force  the  sub- 
conscious to  avoid  the  recognition  of  that  trade-off. 

From  the  standpoint  of  policy,  it  would  be  idle  to  warn  crisis  de- 
cisionmakers about  dangerous  cognitive  tendencies  toward  "value  disag- 
gregation." However,  insights  from  cognitive  theory  may  be  instructive 
for  peacetime  discussions  of  weapons  procurement  policy.  In  a world  of 
perfectly  invulnerable  strategic  forces,  even  a cybernetic/cognitive  de- 
cisionmaker might  find  it  difficult  to  rationalize  a "war  now/war  later" 
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formulation  of  his  crisis  dilemma.  As  the  World  War  I case  shows,  in  a 
situation  of  perceived  vulnerability  to  a first  strike,  a cybernetic/ 
cognitive  decisionmaker  may  be  strongly  inclined  towards  this  dangerous 
formulation.  Thus,  while  strategic  stability  has  been  recognized  as  im- 
portant by  strategists  working  in  the  rational-analytic  framework,  it  be- 
comes doubly  important  when  viewed  in  the  light  of  cognitive  theory. 

Strategic  stability  based  on  the  mutual  survivability  of  retaliatory 
forces  has  been  a proclaimed  goal  of  American  strategic  procurement  and 
arms  limitation  policies.  However,  it  has  had  to  compete  with  other  goals 
which  often  conflict  with  the  requirements  of  stability.  The  deployment 
of  large  numbers  of  high  accuracy  MIRVs  demonstrates  that  considerations 
of  stability  are  not  always  at  the  top  of  the  list  when  these  competing 
goals  are  considered.  Cognitive  theory  would  seem  to  support  the  case 
that  strategic  stability  should  be  given  a higher  priority  in  such  deliber- 
ations . 
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